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Do People Seek to Maximize Their Subjective Well‐Being?* 
 
In a new survey we ask respondents, after a standard Subjective Well‐Being (SWB) question, 
if they can think of changes in their lives that would improve their SWB score. If the SWB 
score is just one argument among others in the respondents’ goals in life, they should easily 
find ways to improve it, at the expense of other dimensions they care about. Our results 
suggest that close to 90% of the respondents actually seek to maximize their SWB. The life 
satisfaction question appears the best contender as the “maximand” in the contest, before 
the ladder‐of‐life question and felt happiness. Among the other goals that people pursue and 
for which they are willing to sacrifice some of their SWB, the prominent appear to be about 
their relatives and about their future self. 
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* This paper has benefitted from conversations with Angus Deaton and Alan Krueger, and from 
comments at a seminar at Princeton. The research has been done while Hannes Schwandt was 
Postdoctoral Research Associate at the Center for Health and Well‐Being at the University of 
Princeton. Chuin Siang Bu and Megan Campbell have provided excellent research assistance. 


























































































௜ܷሺܽ, ܾ, … ሻ. 
When asked a SWB question, the respondent will use the same arguments but possibly in a different 
way, as well as, perhaps, other considerations: 
௜ܵሺܽ, ܾ, … , ݔ, ݕ, … ሻ. 
We say that SWB tracks the respondents goals in life ordinally if there is an increasing function  ௜݂ 
such that 
௜ܵሺܽ, ܾ, … , ݔ, ݕ, … ሻ ൌ ௜݂൫ ௜ܷሺܽ, ܾ, … ሻ൯, 
and that it tracks the respondent’s utility cardinally if there are coefficients ߙ௜ ൐ 0, ߚ௜  such that 




































max ௜ܷሺܽ, ܾ, … ሻ such that ሺܽ, ܾ, … ሻ ∈ ܤ௜, 
where ܤ௜ is the set representing what is possible for her.  
If  ௜ܵ is ordinally equivalent to  ௜ܷ, then the choice of ሺܽ, ܾ, … ሻ made by ݅ also maximizes  ௜ܵ, and the 
respondent cannot think of ways to improve  ௜ܵ. In contrast, if it is possible to change ሺܽ, ܾ, … ሻ under 























































































































































































































































































































































































































































Any change to improve SWB,


























































Baseline Recoding constraints Excl. constraints






















































































Age 18-39 Age 40-59 Age 60-89











































High school or less College+














































Income < $75k Income >= $75k





















































  SWB Survey Current Population Survey 
 May 2014 March 2014 
Sample: Age 18+ (1) (2) 
Age (mean) 48.0 46.8 
Age (std. dev.) 15.4 17.9 
Male, % 39.4 48.4 
White, % 76.1 79.1 
College degree, % 44.5 38.6 
Employed, % 48.1 60.2 
Unemployed, % 9.0 4.3 
Retired, % 18.9 15.7 




SWB measure N Mean Std. Dev. 
Life Satisfaction (0-10) 893 6.820 2.128 
Life Ladder (0-10) 875 6.627 2.011 










Feasible changes to improve   
SWB are related to… Percent SE(Mean) 
       
1. Health issues 41.07 1.69 
2. Job 28.05 1.51 
3. Financial situation 19.78 1.34 
4. Family 17.96 1.28 
5. Leisure and hobbies 15.44 1.23 
6. Personal development 14.53 1.16 
7. Partner 13.62 1.09 
8. Friends 10.19 0.97 
9. Education and learning 7.06 0.84 
10. Religion 6.56 0.80 
11. Consumption (incl. home) 6.46 0.81 
12. Volunteering activity 5.65 0.75 
13. Location/ neighborhood related 4.64 0.68 
14. Politics, activism 0.30 0.17 











SWB-enhancing change is feasible 36.63 
     
Reason why possible change not (yet) made, in percent 
(1) Other goals are more important 11.85 
(2) I wanted to but until recently I could not (incl. 'I don't know') 24.77 
 Subcategories of (2):  
 I didn't have the money 5.85 
 I didn't have the time 4.41 
 I just couldn't stick to it 3.91 
 I haven't cared enough about it 2.36 
 I had not thought about it 1.37 
 I wasn't allowed to 0.91 
 It was against moral / religious / social norms 0.23 








Goals that dominate possible    
SWB-enhancing changes relate to… Mean SE(Mean) 
  [in percent of non-maximizers] 
1. Family relations issues 34.09 2.92 
2. Job 19.32 2.43 
3. Financial situation 18.56 2.40 
4. Health issues 7.20 1.59 
5. Partner/ romantic relations 6.82 1.55 
6. Personal development 4.92 1.33 
7. Education 4.17 1.23 
8. Consumption (incl. home) 3.79 1.18 
9. Friends 3.41 1.12 
10. Religion 1.52 0.75 
11. Location/ neighborhood related 1.14 0.65 
12. Leisure and hobbies 1.14 0.65 
13. Morality 0.76 0.53 
14. Politics, activism 0.38 0.38 








Goals that dominate possible  Age group 
SWB-enhancing changes relate to… Age 18-39 Age 40-59 Age 60-89 
  [in percent of all respondents in respective group] 
1. Family relations issues 5.01 5.30 0.86 
2. Job 3.30 2.00 0.86 
3. Financial situation 2.44 2.30 1.23 
4. Personal development 1.10 0.30 0.37 
5. Partner/ romantic relations 0.98 0.90 0.37 
6. Education 0.86 0.60 0.00 
7. Health issues 0.73 0.80 0.86 
8. Consumption (incl. home) 0.49 0.50 0.12 
9. Friends 0.49 0.40 0.12 
10. Location/ neighborhood related 0.24 0.10 0.12 
11. Leisure and hobbies 0.12 0.00 0.25 
12. Morality 0.12 0.00 0.12 
13. Volunteering activity 0.12 0.00 0.00 
14. Religion 0.12 0.10 0.25 
15. Politics, activism 0.00 0.10 0.00 








 Income   Employment 
Goals that dominate possible  <$75k >=$75k   Unemployed Employed
SWB-enhancing changes relate to… (1) (2)  (3) (4) 
    [in percent of all respondents in respective group] 
1. Family relations issues 3.33 6.83   0.75 5.45 
2. Job 2.05 3.46   0.50 3.71 
3. Financial situation 1.79 2.89   0.25 3.16 
4. Health issues 0.51 0.96   0.00 1.11 
5. Partner/ romantic relations 0.77 1.15   0.25 1.03 
6. Friends 0.26 0.96   0.75 0.55 
7. Personal development 0.90 0.77   1.00 0.71 
8. Consumption (incl. home) 0.38 0.58   0.50 0.32 
9. Education 0.64 0.29   0.00 0.71 
10. Location/ neighborhood related 0.26 0.10   0.00 0.24 
11. Leisure and hobbies 0.13 0.10   0.25 0.08 
12. Religion 0.00 0.10   0.00 0.08 
13. Politics, activism 0.00 0.10   0.00 0.08 
14. Morality 0.13 0.10   0.00 0.16 
15. Volunteering activity 0.13 0.00   0.00 0.00 














Answers to the question  " What are these other goals that you pursue in life and that conflict with 
what's best for your [SWB]?" that relate to family relation issues. 
 
Having a special needs daughter, I have had to put her health and appointments above taking time out 
for schooling. 
Raising my child 
Retting a job, making parents happy 
Taking care of my family finacially 
The welfare of my family 
Raising my children & making sure they are happy & healthy 
Helping others achieve their life satisfaction 
Making my kids goals come true 
Taking care of ill family member going thru radiation treatment 
Making sure my kids, are well taken care of. 
All of our money goes to our 5 kids first. 
My son has a speech delay and we spend more time trying to help him 
Watching my granddaughter after school and taking care of my handicapped wife. 
Taking care of my father who had a severe stroke. 
Helping my wife care for her mother and waiting for the point in time when my wife decides to retire. 









  Feasible SWB-enhancing changes that are dominated 
Goals dominating feasible SWB-

















  [in percent]                               
1. Family relations issues 34.09 13.3 9.1 8.0 3.8 7.2 6.1 4.2 1.9 3.0 1.5 3.8 1.5 1.1 0.0 0.0 
2. Job 19.32 7.6 4.5 1.9 3.8 4.2 3.4 1.5 1.9 1.1 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.8 0.0 0.0 
3. Financial situation 18.56 6.1 4.2 4.5 3.4 4.2 3.8 1.1 2.3 3.0 1.5 3.0 1.5 0.4 0.0 0.0 
4. Health issues 7.20 1.9 1.9 2.3 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 0.8 0.0 0.4 0.8 0.8 0.4 0.0 0.4 
5. Partner/ romantic relations 6.82 1.9 2.3 1.1 1.1 1.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.0 0.4 0.4 1.1 0.0 0.4 
6. Personal development 4.92 1.9 2.3 0.8 1.1 1.1 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.4 0.0 0.4 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 
7. Education 4.17 1.5 1.5 0.8 1.1 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 
8. Consumption (incl. home) 3.79 1.1 0.8 0.0 0.8 1.9 0.8 0.4 0.4 0.8 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
9. Friends 3.41 1.1 1.5 0.4 0.4 0.8 1.1 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 
10. Religion 1.52 0.0 0.4 0.4 0.0 0.8 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
11. Location/ neighborhood 1.14 0.4 0.8 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 
12. Leisure and hobbies 1.14 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
13. Morality 0.76 0.0 0.4 0.8 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
14. Politics, activism 0.38 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 




Answers to: "Thank you very much for your participation. Feel free to enter your comments below." 
Very excellent survey quite interesing 
Good survey. I would like to see the tally results from this. 
Thanks for making me see that i need to do more things i like to do and why have i not done them 
I am very impress with the creator of this survey they did an awesome job wish all my surveys where like this one  
i really enjoyed this becusce it will let me take a look at my life 
interesting survey - enjoyed completing it 
thank you for allowing me to participate 
Thank you I enjoyed this survey! 
that was short and sweet.thank you for the oppurtunity. 
I'm going to try and think more about reaching my goals. 
I like this survey; this is exactly what you need to have.  
I really like this survey it was unique 
 I enjoyed doing the survey 
Thank you the survey was concise but insightful . 
What a depressing, strange survey 
 
